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MEMORANDUM 


THE WHITE HOUSE 


WASHINGTON 



SUBJECT: The President's meeting with Admiral 

Moorer (Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff), 
and Henry A. Kissinger in the President's 
Oval Office (12:05 - 1:09 p. m. ) 



The purpose of the President's meeting with Admiral Moorer was to receive 
a military briefing on the South Vietnamese operation in Laos. Admiral 
Moorer initiated the briefing by describing the tactical situation on Hill 31 
in southern Laos, which was the subject of current press speculation. The 
Admiral pointed out that the enemy had employed tanks in an attack on a 
company position at 2:00 p. m. local time on February 25. He stated that 
there were reports that three and possibly eight tanks had already been 
destroyed and that one US F-4 and two helicopters had been downed. He 
added that an additional rifle company and an armored cavalry squadron were 
moving northwest to reinforce the friendly element and that B-52's had been 
diverted to the area. , 


The President asked whether or not U.S. aircraft possessed an adequate 
anti-tank capability. Admiral Moorer assured hiyn that they did, although a 
helicopter pilot had been interviewed who implied that his weapons were 
inadequate. The Admiral pointed out that fighter aircraft and ground elements 
did possess an anti-tank capability. The . Pre Bident asked how many tanks the 
North Vietnamese had. Admiral Moorer replied that their numbers were limited 
and that they consisted of armored personnel carriers and T-34 Soviet-made tanks. 
(Intelligence also confirms that the tanks involved in the action on Hill 31 
were Soviet-made amphibious tanks of a lighter weight than T-34's. ) 

Admiral Moorer then stated that he was having regular secure line telephone 
conversations with General Abrams and that these discussions were conducted 
generally late at night Washington time. The President asked about the 
quality of this communication and Admiral Moorer assured him that it was 
reliable and good. 

DECLASSIFIED 
E.0. 12356, S«Ct 3.4 

TOP - SEGRET/SENSITTVE/EYES ONLY - /y\& a/ la/ 93-! /tl- 

ftf A#- ■■ um n— t -a* -f 

\ I 





Admiral Moorer commented that the recent report sent in by General 
Abrams covering his discussion with President Thieu was merely a situation 
report and that subsequently Abrams had talked with Thieu and General Vieh 
and had visited I Corps and met with General Sutherland and General Lam. 
General Abrams had provided the previous evening a comprehensive assessment 
of future plans. Admiral Moorer then described the plans which involved the 
following : 

-- provision of additional helicopter gunships and troop lift from 
III and IV Corps to I Corps, 

-- the decision to continue with the original concept but with a 
modification in the composition of ARVN forces involved. Specifically: 

1. The. ARVN airborne units would be withdrawn from Route 
9 and would be based on the southern flank and directed to 
initiate operations into Base Area 6 1 1 . 

2. Two Marine brigades would assume responsibility for 
the northern flank of the operation and the responsibility for 
offensive actions along Route 9. A third Marine brigade 
would be drawn from III Corps to the east coast of I Corps 
as additional security. 

« 

3. The Thir4 Brigade of the 101st U.S. Airborne would assume 
the area of operations of the remaining brigade of the 1st 
ARVN Division south of the DMZ. This ARVN brigade would 
be moved to a quick reaction posture in central I Corps so 

that it could be employed to reinforce ARVJN forces in southern 
Laos as required. 

1 r 

4. The 1st ARVN Division with two regiments abreast would 
attack northwest towards Tchepone with the first regiment 
moving along the high ground south of Route 9 and the second 
regiment moving northwest on Route 914. 

This overall plan would add some 6, 000 combat forces to ARVN forces in 
southern Laos for a total of approximately 17, 000. It would also increase the 
overall strength levels in. I Corps. 

The President asked how spon the operation would be undertaken. Admiral 
Moorer stated that the move should be completed and the attack launched 
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within three to six days. He added that the armored squadron would remain 
as a spearhead "along .Route 9. He pointed out that the two Marine regiments 
which would now secure the northern flank of the operation had much more 

weight and staying power. 

* 

The President then asked about the reported attack on Quang Tri. Admiral 
Moorer answered that there had been an attack with enemy rockets and that 
there had also been an attack on Da Nang. The Admiral stated that nevertheless 
the overall activity in South Vietnam proper was very low at that moment. 

The President inquired about the psychological effect of General Tri's death. 
Admiral Moorer replied that the III Corps operation in Cambodia was 
progressing very well and that the replacement Commander, '‘Little Minh'*, 
was exceptionally well qualified. He pointed out that one South Vietnamese 
task force had been airlifted to the Chhlong area and had then attacked souths 
on Route 75 to link up with an ARVN task force which had been attacking north. 

He noted that the main concentration of South Vietnamese forces was along 
Routes 75 and 7 as well as Route 13-. The forces opposing them were made 
up of elements of the enemy's 5th, 7th and 9th divisions together with an 
enemy artillery group. He added that firm fixes had been made on two regiments 
in the Chup area and one regiment in the Snoul area. Admiral Moorer 
concluded that the ARVN forces had performed exceptionally well. 


The President asked about the quality of the enemy troops. Admiral Moorer 
answered that they were the best in the area. The President a lso asked if the 

ARVN had captured any of the enemy. Admiral Moorer confirmed that there 
were both defectors and detainees. 


The President then asked about the situation around Phnom Penh and the 
Chairman replied that the ARVN operations had relieved much of the pressure 
and that convoys were moving regularly along Route 4 although one ammunition 
barge had been lost along the Mekong. 

The President also asked how U.S. assistance programs were progressing in 
Cambodia. Admiral Moorer confirmed that they were doing well and that the 
ARVN operation would provide additional time to improve Cambodian capability. 

The President turned to Dr. Kissinger and instructed him to get Mr. Ladd's 
assessment of the morale and effectiveness of the Cambodian troops and the 
Cambodian views of the operation in Laos. Admiral Moorer commented that a 
recent assistant attache report indicated that Cambodian forces in Kompong 
Cham were in excellent shape; 
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The President then raised the question of providing slow-moving platforms 
to Southeast Asia. Admiral Moorer stated that B-26's had been used earlier 
but had been redeployed due to obsolescence and structural failures. He 
pointed out that the reintroduction of B-26's would cause a problem with spare 
parts. He stated that A- 37 gunships were being used but that in the northern 
area where anti-aircraft fire was dense faster aircraft were required. He 
added that it was also necessary to be concerned about enemy fighters. 

The President asked how frequently air battles had occurred. Admiral Moorer 
replied that they were infrequent and took place only as far south as Vinh 

^ North Vietnam. He added that when the hligs had engaged our F— 4’s they 
had fared badly. 

Continuing his answer concerning slow-moving aircraft, the Admiral stated 
that it would take a considerable period of time to train ARVN and U.S. pilots 
if B-26's were to be re-introduced. He pointed out that Ambassador Sullivan 
had tried B-26's earlier but without notable success. Finally, he repoSfed 

that U.S. A-4's and the carrier based A-7's and A-6's were performing very 
well. 

The President then asked about the leadership qualities of General Lam and 
the morale of ARVN forces in the operation. He added that he had asked 
Ambassador Bunker to look into the morale in Saigon. The President 
commented further that he did not care about the objective of Tchepone but 
rather the need to disrupt enemy logistics and the requirement to continue 
the operation in Laos through April. He emphasized, however, that the real 
stake was ARVN success and that he could not permit them to receive a 
sharp setback since this would severely damage Thieu prior to his election 
and set back the overall Vietnamization program. Admiral Moorer replied 

that General Lam had previously commanded the 1st Division and that both 

, < ’ • , • 

General Abrams and General Sutherland had described him as a solid, 
conservative but cautious performer. He stated that Lam was inclined to 
ensure that his support. base was well established before launching operations. 
General Abrams had agreed with his performance thus far and had described 
Lam as confident. 

K . ; ' « 
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The President asked if Lam's troops were confident* and again inquired 
about their £tat^ of morale. Admiral Mporer answered that although the 
fighting had been severe there was no indication that the South Vietnamese 
forces had been shaken. General Abrams described morale as good. 

The President then commented that he was not expecting rash offensive action 
and that he understood our concept would have to change if the enemy reinforced. 

S' >• . ■ # ■ . • „ - • * 

Admiral Moorer noted that one incident had shaken confidence here at home, 
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when the airborne battalion had been reportedly overrun. He stated, however, 
that no one commented on the discipline with which the ARVN handled the 
operation and the fact that over four observers had counted more than &00 
enemy bodies on the friendly positions. General Abrams had estimated 
that a full one or two enemy regiments had become ineffective. The battle, 
therefore, was not one-sided. The President recalled that that was much 

like Antifetam in the Civil War where both sides were bled to the overall 
advantage of the north. 


The President emphasized that he expected setbacks and the important thing 
was for the ARVN to fight well. Admiral Moorer remarked that the ARVN 
was going to move slowly and cautiously and that there about 28, 000 
enemy forces in the area organized into 12 or 13 regiments with at least two 
division headquarters and a Corps in overall command. He said the enemy 
had stripped its forces along the DMZ to approximately 8, 000 men and now 
had only about three regiments to protect all of North Vietnam. The President 
commented that the foundation had been laid for a significant achievement. 


The President then asked. Dr. Kissinger how the questions had developed 
during his briefing on the world report. Dr, Kissinger replied that the 
reporters stated Defense had indicated the South Vietnamese were going to 
attack to a depth of 50 miles. The President exclaimed that that was nonsense ! 
The President added that he had sent Dr. Kissinger a note about the 
Chancellor broadcast suggesting that Dr. Kissinger set him straight. Dr. 
Kissinger noted that there had never been any reference made to 50 miles. 

Admiral Moorer added that Tchepone had never specifically been set as an 
objective, only the area. 

The President commented that the fact that we were cutting routes might have 
been overstated. Admiral Moorer stated that Routes 92 .and 9 bad been cut 
and that Route 914 would be the access for the attack of the regiment. The 
Admiral also pointed out that while sensors indicated movement in the 
Tchepone area along all routes, the. movements south of the 1st Division had 
been cut almost in half. The President stated no one had suggested that all 
traffic should be stopped. Admiral Moorer agreed that everyone had used the 
term disrupt. He stated that the enemy was in some difficulty and that Binh 
Tram 31 had been forced to move north and reported that it was out of 
ammunition. JThe President instructed Admiral Moorer to deal with this 
issue forthrightly at the NSC meeting tbe following day. 

— President then inquired about the plan for air strikes against the north. 
Admiral Moorer confirmed that he had. forwarded the plan to the President 
that day. Admiral Moorer had requested authority to strike three main 
entry routes from North Vietnam to a depth of 30 km. In this area over 200 
trucks had been observed. He felt that armed reconnaissance and fixed 
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targeting should prove most lucrative. The President a sked Dr. Kissinger 
what the main objection would be, suggesting that it might be the Chinese 
issue. Dr. Kissinger answered that most objections would be based on 
domestic reactions but that the Soviets would also probably protest. 

The President stated that the plan should be discussed at a small meeting 
following the NSC meeting and that Secretary Connally and the Attorney 
General should be included in this smaller meeting. 

The President then asked how long the plan would run. Admiral Moorer 
replied that it provided for a one- day strike with an additional follow-up 
strike the second day, if required. The President stated that the strikes 
should be conveyed as part of the present campaign to interdict military 
supplies threatening our forces as well as protective reaction against enemy 
missile sites. 


Dr. Kissinger remarked that the actions taken over the weekend had improved the 
tone of reporting out of Vietnam. The President commented that one of the 
problems was the youth of our reporters and the fact that most of them were 
radicals. He stated that TV reporting continued to be bad. 

The President then re-emphasized the need for keeping General Lam in a 
strong posture. Admiral Moorer stated that General Vien was exceptional 
and was continually visiting I Corps. 

The President wondered why there were not more favorable stories on the 
performance on the ARVN. Dr. Kissinger noted that if the ARVN could hold 
in Laos through the dry season that Hanoi could not but be greatly impressed. 

The President then reiterated that he had the utmost confidence in Admiral 
Moorer and General Abrams. He stated that the issue of General Haig ! s 
visit to Saigon was not a question of confidence but rather a question of 
getting necessary information for the President so that an observer would be 
in Washington who could speak authoritatively on the operation. The President 
stated that for his part he could see no harm in a trip. Admiral Moorer 
suggested that the trip be postponed to. coincide with a successful wave on the 
battlefield. The President indicated that General Haig could wait until there 
was more to see but it should be understood that the purpose of the trip was 
public relations. The President also stated that because of the Tchepone 
imagery it would be a great public relations coup if the ARVN actually reached 
Tchepone, although they should not attempt it purely for that reason. Admiral 
Moorer remarked that the real prize would be the roads northwest of Tchepone. 


The meeting then adjourned. 



